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iINTRODUCTION
The year ray family lived in Boston I saw very little of the
Inside of the near-by grammar school, for it was a year of
sight-seeing and on-the-spot learning of American history for
me* With an American history outline book in her hand, my moth-
er trotted me around from landmark to landmark, telling me who
was born and who lived where* I was seven at the time, and
Holl3rwood and Katherine Hepburn were making a movie version of
one of our few American juvenile classics. Little Women * My
mother in the true spirit of adventure decided that a little
practical preparation for the movie was in order, especially
since we were living so close to Louisa J'Say Alcott*s native Con4
|l
cord* She first read me the story of Little Women ; she then
took me to Concord to Orchard House where I could see the figures
May had painted on her bedroom walls, Louisa’s attic sofa re-
j
il
treat, Bronson’s study with the leather bound journals and the
bust May did of him, and the little wide-eyed picture of Belh !
hanging low on the wall where all might see it* She took me to
Harvard to see the Fruit lands farm house (we bought Jo’s Boys
|
there), and finally she ran me around the Common in faithful
i
imitation of Louisa herself* In brief, she saturated me with
Louisa Alcott lore*
Now, my mother is not an unintelligent woman, but neither
is she a specialist in mid-nineteenth century New England social
history or literature, and I wondered even at the time why we .j
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two alone expended so much enthusiasm and time on a compara-
tively unheard of authoress, the very mention of whose name
seldom failed to bring loud guffaws and derisive looks from
those in the literary "know," Certainly, I reasoned, I have
found Louisa Alcott an engrossing and an unusual personality:
she is a woman who in her fifty-some years of experience met
and was intimate with some of New England's most inspiring
names, Emerson, Thoreau, Theodore Parker, Hawthorne, Margaret
Fuller, not to mention her own impractical philosopher father,
Bronson Alcott, Louisa championed the cause for woman suffrage,
for moral and religious straight thinking, for clearer, better,
and more useful schoolroom practices, and, of course, for what
she considered to be healthier books and stories for girls. She
wrote a book for girls that, although giggled at in the enemy
camp, has effortlessly established itself firmly and apparently
forever on every library shelf in the country. It is a classic
to be reckoned with in the same breath as Peter Pan
,
Black Beau-
and the child »s version of Gulliver *s Travels , Having been
translated into a number of foreign languages, it is as widely
read abroad as it is here in the United States ; and I doubt that
there are many American women today who have not read it and in
turn handed it over to their daughters to read. Right from the
beginning in 1868, Little Women took a solid and an everlasting
hold on its reading public, one that it maintains with equal
tenacity today in an age of Superman Comics and Bugs Bunny movie
reels, Jo and Laurie have become household words, and the contro-
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versy still rages as to whether or not Jo should have refused
Laurie and as to whether or not the amiable Professor Bhaer was
a sufficiently romantic match for her* And is there a girl to-
day who does not know about the theatrical russet -leather boots
and slashed doublet, ”Jo^s chief treasures?” What’s more, our
sophisticated twentieth century young-fry who jeer mercilessly
|
at Elsie Dinsmore and view hardheartedly and dry-eyed the pass-
ing away of Little Eva, still manage to emerge from the chapter
on Beth’s death a little red around the eyes and a little lumpy
in the throat*
As I say, it has long been a mystery to me why the Alcott
name—both father and daughter—has not carried with it more
favorable weight, if not, at least, more general curiosity and
inquisitiveness* Surely it is as deserving a name as many
others that have found their way into our high school and college
literature text books and into our classroom lectures and Ph*D*
I
dissertations* Yet, it appears that practically no historian
or literature scholar bothers to pause over the Alcott name, if
^
•1
indeed, he chances to happen upon it at all during the entire
!
coTirse of his respectable career, to wonder who these Alcotts
were and what they did and where they went* No one, at any rat^,
but some obscure through brave hearted Alcott biographer or psy***
chographer, of whom, unfortunately, aside from the valiant ih**
1
Shepard, there have been pathetically few*
1
Odell Shepard, biographer and journal editor of Bronson Alcott*
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Thus having come to the conclusion that I was right after
all and the rest of the world, as usual, all wrong, I decided to
take a bold grasp on the matter and present for public inspectid
1
the figure of Louisa Alcott# I decided to present it in the
i
form of a personality portrait and in such a way that it might
become apparent to a few of the less blinded enemy that Louisa
is worthy of a little more attention than she has hitherto re-
ceived, For this reason, I chose to write a psychograph rather
than a long, detailed essay in which all of her merits and excel
lent literary qualities (goodness knows, there were few enough
of theml ) would be heaped endlessly one on top of the other in
a vain and silly effort to prove that Louisa Alcott is a great
i\merican novelist. That she was not and that she did not try to
be. She was, rather, an impressive and unusually energetic
woman whose personal history is full of humor and hard work,
Psychography is, as the name implies, literally a science,
a pen and ink one, for the psychographer goes through exactly
the same steps in conceiving of, developing, and finally con-
cluding a psychograph as the scientist does in any of the more
apparent fields of science: (1) observe carefully, (2) record
the observations, putting them down in some order or classifica-
tion, (3) inake an abstraction, or deduction, of a common charac-
teristic or trait from the list of observations, (4) perform
such experiments or present such positive proofs as are neces-
sary to verify the abstraction or hypothesis. As these four
general steps are common to all science, so are they to psy-
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Vchography, the science of writing personality portraits.
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First: observe carefully. This in psychography consists of
reading the great quantities of literature turned out both by I
and about the personality to be experimented upon—in this case^
j
Louisa May Alcott. This includes diaries, letters, novels,
autobiographies, poems written by the person himself, and biog-
raphies, "profiles," and criticisms that have been written abou^i
him. How^ever, the personal writings are by far the most impor-j
tant items to be "observed," and usually the psychographer is !
discouraged from pursuing a subject who has written or said
little about himself. For example, Pepys is the classic exampl^
of good, almost too good, psychographic material, v/hile on the
other hand, Chaucer would be an almost impossible subject to
handle, there being so little personal material either written
by or about him. It is only through reading the personal lette:(fs
and diaries of an individual that the psychographer can see the
personality of his subject as it very probably was in all, or
at least in many, of its moods and attitudes. By reading what
others have had to say about the subject, especially those who
knew him personally, the psychographer can see how these moods
and attitudes appeared to the world at large; thus, he gets botl
an "inside" and an "outside" picture of the subject's personality*
Second; record the observations. As in all thesis- or
term-paper writing, this step takes the customary mechanical
form of mere note taking. Reams of paper, dozens of note cards
are filled with quotations from the subject's own journals and
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from the impressions recorded by others. I, for instance, in
dealing with Louisa Alcott, filled my notes with quotations
from her journals, letters, and stories, from the articles and
biographical sketches of Franklin Sanborn, Odell Shepard, Cor-
nelia Meigs, and the many others who immediately upon Louisa’s
death scribbled out impressions, childhood recollections, and
general, vague criticisms and praisings of her literary output,
I
Necessarily, since I was interested in Louisa’s personality,
not her literary developiaent
,
I leaned most heavily upon her owi?.
descriptions of her emotions and reactions. I noted the differ-
ent personality trends and traits—extreme family devotion, the
|
restlessness and nervous activity, the unusual self sacrifice,
I noted them as they came up in her journals and as they came u]t
in the third person sketches of her, so that in due time the
classifications of my observations, or readings, had grown to
something like a shoe box full of five by seven note cards.
Everything now observed was neatly filed away under some ten or
a dozen general topical headings.
Third: make an abstraction or deduction. This was the
hardest of the four steps, one that was hovering in the back of
my mind as I paced through the first two. The observations, al-
though in neat little piles of cards, did not, some of them,
seem to connect up with one another. Shyness and the great de-
sire to be an actress. Strong dependence upon the family ties
and an intense love of independence. These were the diverse
elements of her nature, and I knew that since they all were re-
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lated to the same woman they must also be in some way related ti
each other. Each of the general topical classifications helped I
in one way or another to produce the whole that was Louisa Al-
cott^s complete nature, and one of these removed left a decided
gap in the over-all picture of her personality. Together they
made her Louisa May Alcott, authoress, breadwinner, suffragist,
nurse; and it was the bringing together of these elements that
brought about the final deduction as to the general tone or
aspect of her personality. Or, as Gramaliel Bradford would say,
the "keynote" of her personality was struck upon. This was the
element that ran throughout the ten or twelve different sides o:
her personality, or, in other words, it v/as the thing common to
all of the ten or twelve sides. Once this keynote was found, tile
psychograph fell naturally and easily into place. The final an<
permanent pattern was formed, and all that was left v/as the
actual writing of the piece.
Fourth: present proofs to uphold the deductions. This, as
|
I have already said, is the final writing of the psychograph,
the drawing from the shoe box of note cards the quotations from
Louisa’s diaries and from her biographers, and the piecing to-
gether of these notes and quotations in such a way as to illus-
trate the deduction. Thus the keynote that runs throughout the
subject’s entire personality becomes apparent, v/hat it really
boils down to in the final analysis is a systematic and intereslj
ing listing of proofs, statements, and theories pertaining to
some one individual’s personality make-up.

viii
I set forth in the writing of this psychograph of Louisa
Alcott to show that she was a woman of great and abounding
energy, both creative and practical, and to show that she made
use of this energy to take care of her family as long as she
lived. The thousands of words I used to substantiate my hy-
pothesis form the body of the psychograph.
Simply, then, a psychograph is an interpretation arrived
at, first, through reading journals, letters, and the fiction,
if any, of a certain individual, and second, through reading
what that individual’s close friends and biographers have v;rit-
ten or said about him and his habits. Actually, a psychograph
might be called a four-sided profile, or even an un-chronologic4l
analytical life. And it might be called pure bunk by the old
fashioned, step-by-step, year-by-year
,
purely objective sort of
biography writer. In any event, a psychograph strives for an
all-around impression, or picture of a personality, a picture
that has been conjured up by the psychographer from the diaries
and personal letters he has read. This picture he passes on toj
his readers both in his own words and in those
—
quoted directly
from the diaries and letters—of the personality he is "psycho-
graphing,” Some people have a habit of saying a great deal
about themselves and their inner conflicts and attitudes in thejr
diaries; others do not. But, in either case, it is the task of
the psychographer to uncover all that he can concerning a par-
ticular individual and what makes him "tick.”
A complete understanding of psychography really comes only
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after a considerable amount of working with and reading in the
field itself, for it is a far more subtle art than straight-
foward biography and far more inclusive and filled out than the
popular "profile” sketch* In fact, psychography is an elastic
medium, the general form of which the individual psychographer
himself may change or remold somewhat to suit his own needs and
the needs of the personality he has chosen to analyze and por-
tray in words. A good deal of the psychographer »s personality
necessarily comes out in the writing of each psychograph be-
cause, obviously, the subject’s personality emerges pretty much
as the author thinks it must have been. It is because of this
that a psychograph is more personal and subjective than the
ordinary biography, for in a psychograph the reader, if keen
enough, may see two personalities emerging from the page, the
obvious one of the subject and the less apparent, though equallj^
interesting and revealing one, of the author himself.
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LOUISA MAY ALCOTT
A Psychograph

CHRONOLOGY
1832. Born November 29th, Germantown, Pennsylvania.
i
1845. In Concord. First began to virrite plays.
I848 . First school opened. Wrote the stories, later published
as Flower Fables , for Ellen Emerson.
1851. '*Went out to service” in Boston.
1852. First story printed.
1855. Flower Fables appeared as a book.
1862. Taught in a Boston kindergarten. In December went to tho
Georgetown Hospital as an army nurse.
1863* Taken home from Georgetown ill. "Hospital Sketches” ap-
peared in the Commonwealth . Published in book form by
Redpath.
1864 . Moods published.
1865. Sailed for Europe. Met Ladislas Wisniewski, model for
"Laurie.”
I868-69 . Parts one and two of Little Women published.
1870. An Old-Fashioned Girl . Sailed for Europe again.
1871. Little Men written in Italy; published in Boston in June
I872 -76 . Shawl-Straps , VJork , Eight Cousins , Rose in Bloom .
1877* A Modern Mephistopheles . Abba Alcott died.
1880. Health failing. Jack and Jill . Lulu Nieriker arrived
in America as Louisa’s ward.
1886. Jo’s Boys .
. A Garland for Girls . Bronson Alcott died March 4th.
Louisa died iviarch 6th.
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PART ONE

4-I-
Some people have the habit of saying a great deal about
themselves not only in their daily conversation, but also in
their private journals and personal correspondence; while there
are others who are shyly reticent, recording only the floods
and fires. These people have very little to say of themselves
and of their inner conflicts and feelings, and although greatly
appreciated for this admirable and unusual quality during their
lifetimes, they are genuinely and exasperatingly provoking to
their posthumous chronicler, biographer, and more especially to
their psychographer
.
Just such a person was Louisa May Alcott. Louisa May Al-
cott whose father was well known for his "conversations” in
public
,
who was praised by the great Emerson as a talker and
philosopher, who wrote and filled up some nine volumes of ex-
tremely intimate and informative journals—^this Louisa May Al-
cott wrote little, said little, and apparently thought little
about her own personal habits and ideas. Only as a child before
she was much concerned with the cares and financial worries of
her family was she particularly open in expressing her emotions,
and even then her journal tntfies came in exuberant spurts with
long periods of silence in between; for, unlike her transcendental
father, Louisa was a poor and spasmodic journal keeper. She was
on the other hand, an avid and an interesting letter vn’iter who
was adept at filling her pages with lively descriptions and anec
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5dotes. Even so, in the letters to her famly, she sticks per-
;
i
sistently to the outer events, the people she sees, the places
|
she has been, never or seldom giving vent to a single telling
line of personal feeling. The European letters read more like
passages from a novel than a daughter’s informal correspondence
I
to her family. This lack of subjectiveness came partly from a
great reluctance to let anyone pry very deep into her affairs,
partly from a strong spirit of independence, for Louisa either
could not or would not lean on anyone else for support, be it
financial, physical, or emotional. Inclined to keep her com-
plaints to herself, she likewise kept much of her personality
'
to herself.
I
And so it is that nearly everyone knows Little Women and
almost no one knows Louisa lia^ Alcott, its creator and, essen-
tially, its heroine, the jo March laughed over and loved by
each succeeding generation of girl readers. As To is familiar
and close to all her readers, so Louisa is a figure vague and
far away from them. A great many people, most of them contem-
poraries of hers, have tried to give a picture of her, but none
successfully, for not even Louisa herself knew what she was.
Saying little that was personal in her letters and journals,
she expressed her views and emotions most readily in her novels
and stories, and in her frequent flings at amateur dramatics; i1
is only there through the writing and the acting that we can see
to any degree the real, rounded picture of her personality. In-
deed, her very reserve speaks much for her, disclosing much of
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6i a personality that she would have us pass over unnoticed; Louisa
ii
i
was a modest woman, though a hard working and a hard willed one.
j
A puzzle to her family in her youth, a pillar of strength later
! on, she apparently spent little time in worrying about herself
and her inner conflicts. There were only two things that con-
cerned Louisa about herself, her bad temper and her bad health.
Louisa Alcott had but one objective in her life, and all
she did, all her energy and time went toward promoting and fur-
thering that objective, the financial support of her family
—
mother, father, sisters, later the sisters* children. It was
something that had to be done and Louisa saw that she was the !
only one to do it. Early she stiffened her backbone and set
forth to make money: she gave them food and clothes, she paid
j
off the old debts
,
and she furnished them with the luxuries ther
had always wanted. A hard life, but one well spent, it was a
life so entirely devoted to a grateful and dependent family tha1
there was little time left over for personal dreaming or grati-
fication. There was little time left over in this ambitious,
all absorbing scheme for self -pampering or self-indulgence of
any sort. It called rather for strict independence and self-
reliance, both of which she learned from her father *s transcen-
dentalism.
”It is difficult," Josephine Lazarus writes, "to realize
that Louisa Alcott, the capable, practical bread-winner who re-
solutely set aside every idea that could not become an active
working principle
,
should have been the daughter of Bronson Al-
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cott, the visionary and mystic philosopher, the transcendentalist
1
par-excellence
,
whose whole life was spent in the clouds.”
h
Yet, Louisa was not so unlike her father in every way, for, as
was Bronson, she was a pioneer, a reformer, and a teacher, an
!'
:!
j
independent thinker and an individual. However, less idealistic
and impractical in her thinking and executing than Bronson,
Louisa was an earth-bound creature, a woman well aware of the
material and solid aspects of living. Little effort was wasted
on dreaming and on long range planning; instead her energies
were directed down active, positive, do-it-now channels that
brought her immediate results; she tackled problems systematica
ly and with a definite view to doing something about them then
and there. Meanwhile, her transcendental father dreamed on
among the clouds of his fine, impractical mind, leaning i^ore and
more upon the strength of his daughter for the necessities and
comforts of life, the very necessities and comforts that Bronsoii
would so willingly have gone without if there had been no one on
hand to point them out and give them to him. ’’Coin comes so
seldom into my palm that I have long esteemed it almost super-
2
flous,”
But if Louisa’s father was an impractical theorist, her
mother was a stubborn, hard working woman whose feet were, if
possible, too firmly planted on the ground. She exemplified Nev
1
’’Louisa May Alcott,” Century
, XLII (1S91), 59.
2
Odell Shepard, Journals of Bronson Alcott, p. kk7»
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8England thrift, hard-headedness, and staunchness. Being married
to a man who knew nothing of, or at least was not conscious of,
j
the harsh realities of daily existence and family-raising, a man
[
who knew not how to earn his own living, Abba May Alcott learnedl
i
I
only too well how to work hard, long, and unflinchingly. She
j
trained herself to look at things fairly, squarely, and promptly;
she was a woman of determination. If Bronson would not look
|
after her family of girls, she would. In Louisa there was a
j
nicely balanced combination of these aggressive, work-horse en- I
ergies of her mother and of the keen, active mindedness and per-|
sistence of her father. Better than her father she knew how to |
direct her creative thinking into useful channels; better than
her mother she knew kindly tolerance and sympathy for the
dreamers of the world; better than both she knew the blessednes^
of complete financial independence and personal freedom, Creatijve
energy piirposfully and usefully put to work, that was Louisa
May Alcott,
-II-
Born in Germantown, Pennsylvania, on the twenty-ninth of
November, 1832, Louisa Alcott was the second of four daughters—]
Anna the eldest, Louisa herself, Elizabeth, and the artist May,
Louisa was like the "fighting Mays” of her mother ^s family, and
from the first was active, energetic, and full of animal good
spirits. Her father says of her that she was "a very fine
healthful child, much more so than Anna was at birth,—has a fiiil'
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foundation for health and energy of character,”
The family in dire financial circumstances most of the time
was forever in a state of unrest, and Louisans early life was
punctuated by frequent moves from Pennsylvania to Boston, Con-
cord, Fruitlands, and back to Boston and Concord again. When
she was sixteen, Louisa felt it high time to earn money on her
own, and started at the request of Emerson a school in Concord
wherein she carried out some of the startling educational
theories of her dreaming father. Then, in 1852, her first story
was printed, and three years later in 1855 Elower Fables , a col-
lection of little fairy stories that she had written for Ellen
'i
Emerson while teaching in Concord, was published,
!
The next years were difficult ones, Louisa taught, sev/ed,
and scribbled ”pot-boiler" stories by the dozen that they might l;
be sold for the small but welcome sums so needed by the strug-
gling family, 1858 was an especially hard year, for her beloved
Elizabeth died in March, and Anna became engaged to be married
|
soon after. It seemed to Louisa that the world had come to an
end, for one sister was gone and the other was preparing to lea”?
the precious family fold; but back to Boston she went. The fa-
mily must have money, and she was by now their main support, not
an easy role for the twenty-six year old hack-story writer. The
the Civil War broke out, and she wrote in her journal: ”War
e
n
1
Honore Willsie Morrow, The Father of Little Women
, p, 93*
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news bad. Anxious faces, beating hearts, and busy minds, I
like the stir in the air, and long for battle like a warhorse
1
when he smells powder* The blood of the rvteiys is up!” She
volunteered and went to Georgetown as an army nurse* There, at
|
;l
the Georgetown Hospital, she contracted typhoid fever and had t(i)
be taken home at the end of six weeks* Although she was in
Georgetown less than two months, the hospital episode proved to
be one of the most inspiring and significant periods of her lifji
it not only furnished a wealth of material for her writing, but
it also opened her eyes to the great salability of realistic
stories as opposed to the less popular sensational thrillers
she had written before the war. The long, wracking illness, h<
ever, completely ruined her health, and forced her into an un-
willing semi-invalidism from which she was never fully able to
recover* The letters she had v/ritten home to her family dtiring
the weeks in Georgetown were shown to Franklin Sanborn, editor
of the Commonwealth , and he, greatly impressed by them, im-
mediately published them in his paper* These letters, the "Hos|
pital Sketches,” were so successful that all of them were then
gathered together and published in book form that same year,
I863, Meanwhile, The Atlantic Monthly had printed her ”Thoreau'
Flute,” a fitting and pleasing tribute to the Concord nature
lover written during the winter Louisa had passed in the hospit4l
nursing. In I86I+ Moods was published, and the next year Louisa
1
Ednah D, Cheney, Louisa May Alcott; Her Life, Letters and
Journals
,
p, 107*
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went to Europe as traveling companion to an invalid, herself not
much better than an Invalid at the time. Here in Europe she met
the young Polish lad, Ladislas Wisniewski, later to be used as ^
the model for the curly-headed ’’Laurie” of Little Women, (Lau-i
rie was not Julian Hawthorne, as so many, including Julian him-|
self, have suggested,) In 1867, Thomas Niles, a member of the
j|
Roberts Brothers publishing firm, asked Louisa if she would wriie
i|
I
a book for girls, and a year later, after much persuasion, she
j
I
followed his suggestion and Little Women was published. It was|
an immediate success, much to the amazement of Mr, Niles him-
self, and Louisa’s fortunes were made. She was in constant de-
mand after this, and her ardent admirers pursued her merciless-
ly throughout the rest of her life for autographs, locks of
1
hair, or just a look at her face. An Old-Eashioned girl
.
Lit -
tle Men
,
Eight Cousins
,
Rose in Bloom followed one after anothe:*.
She wrote rapidly without revising, turning out a considerable
number of books for girls, stories and sketches for magazines,
and a few poems, not to mention Vfork; a Story of Experience and
A Modern Mephistopheles
,
both of which were written with an
adult audience in mind. She had to keep writing. She had to
furnish the money for her family to live on; and after the deatli
of John Pratt, Anna’s husband, she had the added load of Anna
and her two boys, Louisa paid for May’s art lessons, and it wan
she who financed May’s cherished trips abroad.
1
A lively and amusing and apparently quite accurate account of
this appears in chapter III of Jo’s Boys,
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Abba Alcott died in 1877, a great blow to Louisa who had
come to depend so heavily upon her mother's indomitable spirit
and strength. Now Bronson, Anna, and Anna's boys were left en-
tirely dependent upon Louisa, not only for the much needed moneyi,
but also for physical and emotional support, Abba's strong
shoulder now being gone. A tower of strength, Louisa had be-
I
come undisputed head of the Alcott family. She was their bread-!
winner and their comforter.
May Alcott was married in Europe to Ernest Nieriker, a
|
Swiss, The next year, 1879, May died following the birth of heij
baby girl. The child, named for Louisa, was sent to America foi|!
her famous aunt to care for and bring up; this had been May's Ij
I
dying wish. So Louisa nov; had the baby, "Lulu," tucked under
her sheltering wing along with the rest of the Alcotts and the
Pratts, Bronson had a severe stroke of paralysis in 1882, and
while caring for him, Louisa's own health rapidly broke down and
she was forced to spend much of her time idle and resting. Ever
so, she found time and energy to write and publish Jack and Jil3
,
Jo's Boys
,
and A (Garland for Girls , On the fourth day of March,
1888, Bronson Alcott died, eighty-eight years of age; and three
days later, on the sixth, Louisa died. By her request she was
buried in Concord's Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and was placed across
the feet of her father, mother, and sister Elizabeth, that she
1
might "take care of them as she had done all her life,"
1
Cheney, cit , , p, 310,
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-III-
Louisa Alcott dashed through life at a break-neck speed
that occasionally startled and alarmed both herself and those
closest to her, and that periodically threatened not only her
peace of mind but also her physical condition. She accomplished,
nevertheless, an astounding amount of work and created a bounti-
ful store of comfort, ease, and cheer for her hard pressed fam-
ily out of this lifetime flood of activity and constant motion.
Ever anxious for more work, it was hard for her to stay quietly
unoccupied for long. As her energy knew no bounds, there was no
slowing down, no momentary resting by the wayside; she would
push herself severely and breathlessly ahead until the tasks at
hand were done, or until her physical capacities, in later life
none too steady and reliable, were thoroughly worn out. The
energy seemed to come in great exuberant spurts of activity which
she sometimes found troublesome and annoying to deal with.
Especially was this true when as a child her spirit seemed ”to
1
limit its labors in self control to short periods;” but even in
adult life Louisa found herself frequently short tempered and
irritable because she was not able to accomplish all she had in
mind to do or all she saw it was necessary to do.
’hi\niat Anna lacks in practical skill is represented fully in
Louisa. And Louisans force and hardihood of will are finely
1
Morrow, op. dt .. p. 157*
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contrasted by Annans delicacy and depth of sentiment,” Bronson
1
said of the bahy Louisa. An unquenchable baby with an active
,
curiosity and deeply Ingrained enthusiasm for the marvelous '
and exciting business of living, Louisa was a baby who never
would, very likely because she never could, stay where she was '
put for so much as five consecutive minutes. A creature of
|
action, this amazing child, wheh she was six, drove a hoop all
I
around the Boston Common without once stopping. She leaped ovejf
stone walls when she was nine, she climbed trees with the
neighborhood boys, and she raced over fields and meadows. Even
as a grown woman she cheerfully "did my twenty miles in five
2
hours and went to a party in the evening.”
It was her impulse to follow wherever desire led her, and
desire often led her far. "Running away was one of the delight!
i
of my early days; and I still enjoy sudden flights out of the
nest to look about this very interesting world, and then go
3
back to report.” It is not hard, then, to understand why the
child Louisa proved to be a severe trial to her parents and to
her sisters, and why in those days of Little Evas and seen-but-
not -heard children she had to be frowned upon and "squelched”
often in her exaggerated enthusiasms. Bronson remarks of the
three year old Louisa that "her violence is at times alarming..
,
1
Ibid., p. 59.
2
Cheney, op. cit.
,
p. 20.
3
Ibid
.
.
p. 18.
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and not infrequently the menace terminates in blows.” The
docile sister .Anna appeared in particular to suffer from Louisa’s
wild temper, "Instances are not infrequent when the older
^sister^ flies to her mother for protection from the v/ild and
querulous actions of the younger I” Surprisingly enough, the
placid, easy tempered Anna seldom complained at these outbursts,
seeming instead to be amazed and puzzled, ”I talked with Lou-
isa,” she says matter-of-factly, "after I went to bed and she
3
pinched me on my leg,” There is no indication of anger or re-
sentment, for that was all in Louisa’s nature, not Anna’s,
Bronson, though generally quiet and understanding of chil-
dren and their impetuous ways, was known to lose patience on
|l
:|
more than one occasion with this perpetual-motion child of his;
and in spite of the fact that he did not "believe in corporal
4
punishment except as a corrective for deep seated habits,” he
found it necessary to spank Louisa no less than three times in
the course of one startling afternoon before she took it upon
herself to behave I Yet, on the whole, the philosopher-instincj;
in Bronson’s nature came to the rescue, and he stood by watch-
ing his whirl-wind daughter as she grew up, making careful and
accurate notations of his observations in notebooks and journal^.
He says of her as he watches that "she is very lively,,, and
Morrow, op, cit ,, p, 157* Ibid, , p, 158,
Jessie Bonstelle and Marian deForest, Little Vfomen Letters fro:
the House of Alcott
, p, 125*
4 5
Morrow, op, cit ,, p, 150, Ibid , , p, 151*
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thrives beyond all expectations. She is a perfect picture of
luxuriant childhood—^Hers is the wild exuberance of a powerful
1
nature—Here is a deep and affluent nature.” I
It was with this ’’deep and affluent” nature in mind that
both parents went to great ends to help Louisa with her temper
control measures, measures that were well justified, for the
child was often irritable and peevish with her family and with
|
l|
herself because of her nervous desire for activity and progress;*
Her mother left many short and typically Yankee notes of in-
struction in the child’s journal so that she might readily find!
1
and benefit by them.
DEAR DAUGHTER,—^Your tenth birthday has ar-
rived. May it be a happy one, and on each re-
turning birthday may you feel new strength and
resolution to be gentle with sisters, obedient
to parents, loving to every one, and happy in
yourself
MY LOUY,—I was grieved at your selfish be-
havior this morning, but also greatly pleased
to find you bore so meekly Father’s reproof of
it. That is the way, dear; if you find you
are wrong take the discipline sweetly, and do
so no more. It is not to be expected that chil
dren should always do right; but oh, how lovely
to see a child penitent and patient when the
passion is over.
3
Poor child, her wickedness preyed incessantly on her conscience
and she was forever repenting amid scalding tears her rash acts
and daily storms. ”I was cross to-day, and I cried when I went
1
Ibid
. ,
p. 158.
2
Cheney, op. cit., p. 14.
3
Ibid
.
, p. 35.
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to bed. I made good resolutions, and felt better in my heart. :
If I only kept all I make , I should be the best girl in the
1
i
world. But I don’t, and so am very bad.” It is interesting to
note that immediately following this 1843 entry in her journal '
is a much later one in parentheses: "Poor little sinner I She
2
i
says the same at fifty . L.M.A.” Years later when ^'^ay lay il!^
and near death in Switzerland, Louisa moaned into her journal
because she could not be there with her sister and care for May^
newly born baby. "Oh, if I could only be there to see,—to
3
helpl This is a penance for all of my sins.”
Fortunately, as time went on, Louisa was better able to
supress the impulsiveness, and soon discovered that strenuous
physical exercise was a much more satisfactory outlet for the
pent up energies and restlessness than were temper tantrums.
"Active exercise was my delight," she says. "I alv/ays thought
I must have been a deer or a horse in some former state, be-
4
s
cause it was such a joy to run." All of her life she was an
exceptionally good walker, one who thought little of covering
5
many miles in a day. "Forty miles a day is dull work,” she re-
marks in reference to her daily hikes back and forth between
Boston and Concord one February. Hard work and a nuisance any-
one else would be apt to call itJ
6
"Nature must have a vent somehow,” and in time more imagi •
1
Ibid.
, p. 26.
4
Ibid
.
.
p. 20.
2 3
Ibid
. Ibid.
,
p. 269.
5 6
Ibid .
, p. 106. Ibid. , p. 80.
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native and useful outlets for the energy became apparent to her*
There was sewing, writing, acting, teaching, even nursing to be
done now, and she turned eagerly to all of them determined to
1
keep busy "that I may not brood." She worked from early in the
morning to late at night, some days plunging headlong into some
long neglected house work, or sitting and sewing "like a steam-
2
engine for a week." She called happiest those days when she
was busiest. "I am in my little room, spending busy happy days,
because I have quiet, freedom, v/ork enough, and strength to do
3
it." For example, a typical day: "Up early, and had my bread
and milk and baked apples. Fed my doves. Made May a bonnet,
and cut out a flannel wrapper for Marmee, who feels the cold in
the Concord snov;banks. Did my editorial work in the P.M., and
fixed my dresses for the plays....To Dorchester in evening, and
k
acted Mrs. Pontiflex, in *Naval Engagements,’ to a good house."
She then adds that she dreamed during the night "that I was an
5
opera dancer, and waked up prancing." Is it any wonder I
She speaks of going to Dorchester at the end of a busy day
to be in a play; Louisa was never too busy or too tired to take
a part in a play. Drama was one of her greatest and most en-
joyable energy outlets, and she found herself stage-struck
periodically and seriously wondering for the moment if "perhaps
6
it is acting, not writing, I’m meant for." An excellent sense
1 2
Ibid., p. I3 B. Ibid., p. 101.
U 5
Ibid.
, pp. 159-160. Ibid. , p. I60.
3
Ibid., p. 159*
6
Ibid.
,
p. 80.
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of comedy and of dramatic timing and a real love for acting and
I
I
the theatre made Louisa a most successful and popular amateur
j
actress. A great favorite with her audiences, she sometimes
;
I
was a severe trial to her fellow actors, for she was a master ik
the fine art of ”ad libbing.” "Louisa usually took a comic or
|
a tragic part, or that of an old woman. If memory failed, she
never hesitated, but extemporized from her own brains and often
put the actors to their wits’ end bv some unexpected origi-
1
nality.” In constant demand for benefit and charity shows all
over Boston because of her natural talent for making even the
stiffest audience laugh, she acted the farce Mrs, Jarley Dis-
2
playing her V7ax-Works no less than nine times one winter. A
good record for one night stands.
It took little more than the promise of seeing a play to
set Louisa’s stage fever burning, and she made it a point to se<
as many of the famous actors of the day as she could get tickets
for. ”In the eve I saw LaGrange as Norma. .. .Quite stage-struck
and imagined myself in her place, with white robes and oak-leaf
3
crovm.”
Like so many drama enthusiasts, Louisa tried her hand at
pla3nvrighting. ”At G.G.B.*s request, I dramatized six scenes
U
from Dickens.” As Dickens is a relatively easy novelist to
1
Clara Gowing, The Alcotts as I knew Them, pp. 13-lL.
2
Cheney, op. clt
., p. 153*
3 k
Ibid
.
.
p. 69. Ibid. , p. 126.
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dramatize, with his colorful characters and dramatic dialogue,
it is probable that these scenes were well done and played '
smoothly, Louisans ovm great love for Dickens would have seen !
to that. She had had good training for such scene writing when
as a girl she had spun melodramas for herself and her sisters t0
enact. These adolescent pieces, even though full of surprises '
and dramatic action and equipped with the most unnatural denoue»
ments possible, were enthusiastically greeted by the friends
and neighbors who saw them performed, for they were, if nothing
else, full of good dramatic action, extremely playable, and im-
mensely amusing.
Later Louisa composed a farce, Nat Batchelor *s Pleasure
Trip; or. The Trials of a Good-Natured Man
,
which after much
delay was brought out at the Howard Athenaeum. The pla3nwright
herself was not too pleased with the production: farce was
acted, and I went to see it. Not very well done, but I sat in
a box, and the good Doctor handed up a bouquet to the author,
1
and made as much as he could of a small affair.” However, ?.!rs
Cheney says that a later performance was well accepted by audi-
ences and critics alike. ”It is a creditable first attempt at
dramatic composition, and received frequent applause,” reported
one newspaper the following day. Another stated that ”it proven
2
a full success.” It must be admitted, though, that Louisa, in
1
Ibid., p. 99*
2
Ibid
.
, p. 51*
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spite of such notices, was not a born playwright, and drama was
'
forced to play second fiddle to her story writing. While she i
did not begrudge herself the occasional flings into the field of
drama, either as actress or as playwright, neither did she let
them last for long^ preferring to work "off my stage fever in
1
writing a story." She found story writing to be a more comfort-
able medium and devoted the greater portion of her creative
|
I
activity to it.
j
Louisa honestly liked to write and her imagination was for*-
ever at work dreaming up new plots and situations, and new
characters. "Genius burned so fiercely that for four weeks I
wrote all day and planned nearly all night, being quite posses-
2
sed bv my work," she says contentedly. The "stories simmered
3
in my brain, demanding to be writ." When thus tightly in the
grip of her inspiration and hard at work composing, Louisa was
U
"perfectly happy, and seemed to have no wants," for she
thoroughly enjoyed being "so full of my work, I can»t stop to
5
eat or sleep, or for anything but a daily run," At such times
if the household cares permitted, she would take off for her
room, seclude herself, and write herself out. Sitting "fourteen
hours a day at one time, eating little, and unable to stir until
a certain amount of work was done," she found that she could
1 2
Ibid., p, 80. Ibid.
.
p. 100,
3 4
Ibid,, p, lOL. Ibid.
,
p, 100,
5 6
Ibid., p. 165. Ibid, P. 335.
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And it must be remembered that
1
easily "do a chapter a day."
she did this writing long hand, making one or two carbon copies
|
as she wrote. She never copied or polished what she wrote. Of
her method of work she says:
j
I never had a study. Any pen and paper do, !
and an old atlas on my knee is all I v/ant.
Carry a dozen plots in my head
,
and think them
over when in the mood. Sometimes keep one for
years, and suddenly find it all ready to write.
Often lie awake and plan v/hole chapters word for
word, then merely scribble them down as if copy-
ing.^
Unfortunately for Louisa the stories did not choose the
|
ipost opportune moments to pop into her brain; seldom was there
[
time for her to drop everything else for the sake of the fictioii
in her head. "I never get a good chance to do a story without
|
cupied with a sick nephew or an ailing mother, or she herself
was tired and sick and ordered to bed; but no matter the circum-
stances her publishers never stopped demanding the stories and
her family never stopped needing the money they brought in. So
write she must. "It always takes an exigency to spur me up and
wring out a book. Never have time to go slowly and do my best.’
Nevertheless, in spite of these seemingly uninspiring and urgent
conditions, she was good humored and joked about her diffi-
culties, declaring in the case of An Old-Fashioned Gf-irl that shr
interruption of some sort. More often than not, she was oc-
1 2
Ibid
.
,
p. 165. Ibid.
, p. 335.
3 4
Ibid.
,
p. 272. Ibid
. ,
p. 24^.
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wrote "with my left hand in a sling, one foot up, head aching,
1
and no voice."
2
"Brain lively and pen flew," Since her imagination gave
her little rest, it was not always with the intention of finishi-
ing what she started that she sat down to write, Restlessly shis
would "scribble" merely for the sake of scribbling and to get
the swarming ideas out of her head onto paper where they would
leave her alone. "Began a book called Genius.* Shall never
finish it, I dare say, but must keep a vent for my fancies to
3
escape at." She could not have continued long without work of
U
some sort close at hand, "for work is my salvation," and even
when ill proceeded right on with her writing and story planning ,
"Another attack of vertigo,—ill for a week; sleepless nights.
5
Head v/orked like a steam-engine; would not stop,"
There v/ere times, surprisingly enough, wheh she did make
conscientious attempts to curb the energy flow and slow herself
down to a more normal and reasonable pace, attempts which v/ere
,
however, doomed from the very start. Her resolutions to "put
away papers,” and to try and "dawdle and go about as other peo-
6
pie do" were pathetically short lived, Louisa was always "gla(
.
7
not to have to sit idle any longer." There came a time tovrard
the end of her life when doctors strictly forbade her to drive
1
Ibid
. , P* 173.
2
Ibid.
,
P. 248.
3
Ibid.
,
P* 294.
4
Ibid. P. 222.
5
Ibid. P. 298.
6
Ibid. P. 296.
7
Ibid.
, p. 264.
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ahead so hard and steadily, and the precious writing hours were
1
sharply limited. may v^rrite but one hour a day,” she moans,
meanwhile admitting unhappily that it is, after all, probably
for the best. ”I ache to fall on some of the ideas that are
simmering in my head, but dare not, as my one attempt since the
last ’Jo*s Boys» break-down cost me a week or two of woe and
2
for the doctor.”
This enforced inactivity was one of the most difficult
tasks Louisa had to face in all of her fifty-six years; if ther^
was one thing that she did not want to do, it was ”to give up
3
work so soon,” for without the blessed writing she had no re-
lease for the impatient creative energy. Sorely did she long f(
”the old strength when I could do what I liked, and never knew
4
had a body. Life not worth living in this way.” Yet, while
chafing at the bit, she continued to plan her tales and novels,
keeping her publisher, Thomas Niles of Roberts Brothers, well
posted on all of her future intentions. It was next to impos-
sible for her to forsake v/ork altogether, even when her body fe]
as it often did after the Georgetovm Hospital fever, ”like a
5
sick oyster at low tide.” Luckily, her doctor was not long in
realizing the strong need his patient had for some sort of
activity, and he saw that it was wise to compromise with her.
”I.,.hope to be allowed to write a little, as my doctor has de-
L
Ibid
.
,
p. 315.
Ibid
.
, p. 315.
Ibid
. , p. 300.
*
^Ibid
.
,
p. 266.
'
ibid
. , p. 315.
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cided that it is as well to let me put on paper the tales
’knocking at the sauce -pan lid and demanding to be taken out’
(like IVIrs, Cratchit’s potatoes), as to have them go on v/orrying
1
me inside.” Creatively she neither knew rest nor wanted it.
-IV-
From a practical standpoint, too, Louisa knew no rest. Shjj
was kept busy satisfying the wants of a loving but demanding
family, who, because of Bronson’s inability to earn money
enough for so much as a week’s supply of groceries, had been
forced to turn to Louisa for their support. Bronson Alcott was
a brilliant failure, an idealist and transcendentalist . Being
primarily a dreamer and a theorist, he never had any regular
profession or line of work, although he might have made a fair
living for his family by working as a carpenter or as a farmer.
Actually, he liked manual labor and all of his life insisted upjj-
on and kept a garden in which to work, but the man was a think-
er. He had to have time to himself and to his books. Philo-
sophically he had a complete disregard both for money and for
personal property, winning for himself a somewhat dubious fame
around Concord. He was smiled at behind his back, indulgently
listened to face to face only to be promptly forgotten, and
looked down on for his lack of business sense. It came to be ait
accepted fact around the town that an Alcott simply could not b^f
1
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counted upon to earn his ovm living and provide for his family.
Bronson Alcott never had any money and was never expected to
have any.
The Alcotts
,
as a result, were usually in debt, and lived
i
I
a day to day sort of existence. Finances were unsteady and
|
I
thrice turned collars and refurbished boots and bonnets were th0
order of the day. As a child, Louisa was acutely aware of the !j
:i
family’s financial straits and wondered "who is to clothe and ii
1
-I
feed us all, when we are so poor now." Feeling a certain re-
j
I
sentment at their poverty, she firmly resolved that as soon as '
she was old enough she herself v/ould do something to ease the
situation. By nature a doer rather than a dreamer, she reasone(.
that nothing short of full time employment v/ould solve the Al-
cott money problem, and at sixteen she set forth to dispel the
popular and, it must be admitted, well founded disbelief in an
Alcott ’s earning abilities. She started a small grammar school
of her own in Concord determined that "although an Alcott I can
2
support myself."
Clearly Louisa was the only member of the family capable o
earning money. The philosopher talked well, but received nothiij^g
for his ideas—"How happy he will be if people will only listen
3
to and pay for his wisdom,"—Anna was too domestic and gentle,
Beth and May were too young. Louisa with all of her drive and
1
Ibid.
,
2
Ibid
.
P* 32*
p. 71.
3
Ibid.
,
p. S3.
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activity accepted the responsibility willingly, making it her
|
sole aim and ambition. ”I have no ambition now but to keep the
1
family comfortable.” Fortunately for her in a day when there :
i|
was comparatively little opportunity for women outside of the
|
'i
home, Louisa was able to capitalize on her creative and imagi- I
native energies: ”the inside of my head can at least cover the '
2
I
outside.” Thus, making the most of her resources, she pushed !
I
her creativity almost beyond its natural limits, writing, or
;
!i
rather ”grinding"tales and sketches by the dozen in order that
she might realize the ”dream of supporting the family and being
3
independent.” Most of these ”pot-boilers” she could not face
U
later, being ”heartily ashamed of them,” but at the same time
she was satisfied that they served their purpose adequately
enough in clothing and feeding the Alcott family. That to Lou-
isa meant more than the actual artistry of the tales themselves ,
At twenty-four she was proud to be able to say that from the
proceeds of these hastily written thriller stories ”I have done
what I planned,—supported myself, written eight stories...
5
earned a hundred dollars, and sent money home.”
Whatever fame come from these stories and from the later
novels she paid little attention to since it was the money they
brought in, not the glory, that interested her. Speaking of thn
poem, ”Thoreau^s Flute,” she says ”it was printed, copied,
1 2
Ibid., p. 216. Ibid. , p. •oto
3 k 5Ibid., p. 159. Ibid., p. 124. Ibid., p. 73.
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praised, and glorified; also paid for , and being a mercenary
creature, I like the $10 nearly as well as the honor of being
1
*a new star’ and ’a literary celebrity.’” Like most people,
she was naturally not totally indifferent to her popularity, and
freely admitted that ’’success has gone to my head, and I wander
2
a little;" yet, essentially she found that money "does soothe
my rumpled soul so much that the glory is not worth thinking
3 -
of.” Success pleased her, as she said, success in being able
to make the family financially independent and free from care. ’
It was merely coincidence that literary fame came as a conse-
|
quence of her efforts. She felt it to be more of a mistake and ’
a surprise than a .iustified reward for her creative talents.
’’Much to my surprise, they [^’Hospital Sketches’ appearing in th^i
Commonwealth! made a great hit; and people bought the paper
faster than they could be supplied." Eventually, of course, slie
came to accept her prominence as an author as a necessary evil,
it being frequently aggravating to the busy woman. "Busy writing,
keeping house, and sewing. Company often; and strangers begin
to come, demanding to see the authoress, who does not like it,
and is porcupiny. Admire the books, but let the woman alone, if
5
you please, dear public J"
There was no stopping work for Louisa, even when the di-
vine afflatus, as she called it, refused to descend, because
Ibid
. , p. 12k “ibid . , p. 85
k 5
Ibid
.
, p. 188. Ibid ., p. 123. Ibid . , p. 136.
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"the family seem so panic-stricken and helpless when I break
j
down." With childlike faith in her powers to care for them,
|
they depended and leaned upon her so heavily that she did not
|
\
dare to rest her energies for a moment* Above all it was im-
|
I
portant that she keep the money coming in, "I am the only
j
2
i
money-maker, and must turn the mill for others..." She had feyr
vacations and even they were not entirely uninterrupted. Dur-
ing her second trip to Europe John Pratt died and Louisa im-
mediately sat down to write Little Men so that Anna’s two boys,
now fatherless, might have money for an education, "Began to
write a new book, ’Little Men,’ that John’s death may not leave
Ao and the dear little boys in want ... .writ ing and thinking of
3
the little lads, to whom I must be a father now,.," The book
was v/ritten in Italy and published on her return to the United
States.
Family debts were a severe trial to Louisa; she felt a
strong moral obligation to see to it that they were all paid off
no matter how old and forgotten they might be. Some of them
were, in fact, outlawed by time when she paid them, V/hen she
first set forth as breadwinner, she found the going hard, the
debts being paid off gradually and painfully, a few dollars at a
time; but she was anxious to be rid of them, for "I dread debt
1
Ibid
., p, 166.
2
Ibid
.
,
p. 299.
3
Ibid ,
,
p. 213.
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1
more than anything.” She wrote, she tutored, she cared for in-
valids, her days being long and continuing late on into the 1
j
evening, ”I earned a good deal by sewing in the evening when
i
2
my days work was done." Later when she found that her v/ritingl
alone could bring in the money, she energetically devoted all ot
:i
her time to meeting the increasing demands of publishers and
I
I
magazine editors. "Try to get up steam for a new serial, as Lirjj
Dodge wants one, and Scribner offers $3 » 000 for it. Roberts
Brothers want a novel; and the various newspapers and magazines
3
clamor for tales." Over- joyed that she had at last found a
sound source of income, she fell to work with a glad heart.
"...Alcott brains seem in demand, whereat I sing »Hallyluler»
4 '
and fill my ink stand."
Each check from the publishers was split into two parts,
one for immediate use, the other for the accumulated bills and
debts. If, when this was done, there was any left over, it was
invested or banked as a reserve against future emergencies. Th<
satisfaction and relief Louisa felt when the troublesome debts
were finally paid off was immense; it was a great weight off hei
mind. "Paid up all the debts, thank the Lordl—every penny thal
5
money can pay,—and now I feel as if I could die in peace."
Louisa did such a good job of taking care of her own family
that her readers and admirers soon began to look upon her as an
1 2
Ibid
. ,
n. 152. Ibid., p. 55.
3 4 5
Ibid,, p. 2L5o Ibid., p. 135. Ibid
-rr r ‘TO'' i-'i'i'"
,
i'ie'TO-j'tJ-'t ' uO.T ' EX.
o'
'7i.; i‘x.ci‘.x "Ii'jti
T-rf^ '''Ctn,; no ; "-'.r ;..rf
‘
.n!c»o '.i.' : i oi. ;.n£oo
jrjfX-, -. P£'f<v ' i" ff ' " 'o' .If'- b':’;'!' ''>X i i
•-.fxi I- E-iv ‘i'>d ^’fin >'< 'raJxu
•
-v/'' v.i''
"in bs.tovob :>r^ ,Y.&iior. n.L -uioxr ,
'iT 3 fi'’ xX^f .1 ' '3 *io |unx F. t'S'ion.’' oxij ; .lixXS'Xi'. -ur. i..’ i9i(
.
•
-,
..
_[ p.
‘ "
'p To'l fi; •')Xs O’!! Xo oX 'feeX i rjnl.'' i?.; ^.r.
R,t'fBaor . Tx ‘"oX Of C ,F0 R*t3‘ilo t ono FiXne’'^ '\..bou ,
n •-
:
'
gf: bnr. rvioo rj
.;
'
.
'• GX/ox*ii;.v t)rfX or.- B Jil ”''' avCOG'XO-I.'i
n .bn.ff : X' r i. xp bp-r* oiip. iPi'J bnvot-'—’ 4 - oi .eF ‘to’ •lOi'j'Xo
* ‘ ' .A *
i \ . • • '
.I'fC ox JX.-;‘: orl' - '.T'OP.PX To oo-tJfOB tnu'.jP.
'
'x--- i' rr r
1
’ MTj'r I i hr , p'lrf dlP'^X . . .
,i
'
.
Of vt.'5 .;-n f 'T IIX’
ov.-f oXh' XXI |? ^ T f ' o c I H" u ' off-t rno'i': rfop'^
hne •,; Lx!. b ( (ff.iifooB or' *Xv' tonX or , ? ?;-x '" .•. / ; 'lo
rifr-F Xi , .froi V!' P hVO’ O'JFj/lX ,enO; E... / sill.; 'I t
J-
Oil, .'‘D.ron^>, •• O'Cf' Jif' Ipn ’ b; p 3'rooF-o'L 'V ;-;0
' hjoh xonl
r ';^•n r.jifo'ij '•r ' GO ‘ a:' . •r-xx -n-. 1 :Ci .C J 0 1’-'t P '
•x-'j ,r-'^ ;!". j-i--,'v ; .i .o.'^norr-.l 'iXo dJ.
' ? ,i
• rr r:
•
'*r^ 'T t •*'**0....
"i
'
' f
'
' f *. X , F! vTCf '..5 i* vii . ’ X .E H XJ JJ J_ i. • . . ^ ,L i -
;
(:(
*
r-i’ii X’lLfCiO t " r X V.I )‘l I' V'OfT Xf‘' —
t
fl '’0
'' 3XIC'"
vXXv.: A PV70 Tor' ‘io bTro.) '.ft!' ^ pj ‘'ro cfoi. X>'-'‘. : •)i..f'' r.'.L T Bhluo l
'np Bi ‘r,’^!) .'lOQir >Xoc'X oX fi/-,; oc- nooo o-r-‘':Xr:oB OfU-. R-IGG.O •£ r
1
X
• * t •
_
O' * r
’
*
• c * • ' ' f •
^ ,
? X
• « •
•
'• rx ..1 ,.nx— • r ^ ( . bln I
31
unbounded source of energy and advice* They seemed to think
she spread cheer and charity among all needy and all sinners.
Aspiring young writers flooded her with pleas for advice on how :
to write and how to market their wares, and every charity organ-*
ization in Concord and Boston begged for her services. She
talked to prison inmates, telling them touching and rather moral
i
stories; she handed out Christmas toys to orphans and feeble
^
minded children; she campaigned for v/oman suffrage; she helped
|
start a much needed temperance society in concord. She could ndt
refuse help to anyone, all they needed to do was ask. ”A poor
woman in Illinois writes to me to send her children some Christf
mas gifts, being too poor and ill to get any. They asked her t
1
write to Santa Claus and she wTVOte to Needless to say,
Louisa immediately dispatched a box to the v/oman.
Her desire to help everyone in need and her sympathy for
the sick and suffering were destined to lead Louisa into nurs-
ing sooner or later* Her own near invalidism taught her pa-
tience, and her unsurpassed energy and bright disposition made
her an ideal bedside attendant. Members of her family always
insisted that she and no one else should tend them through thei^
chills and fevers; she was, by general agreement, family nurse
and brow soother. This practical home nursing made her begin tj^
"wonder if I ought not to be a nurse, as I seem to have a gift
for it. Lizzie, L. W., and Mother all say so; and I like it;”
Ibid.
,
p. 28L. Ibid.
,
p. 63
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and when the Civil War broke out it did not take her long to def
i
cide "to go to Washington as nurse,.,help needed, and I love
|
1
nursing." Trying her best to appear motherly and competent,
'
she found it a new and rather puzzling experience to be face to'j
face with a room of wounded men all looking to her for ease
I
from their pain and for amusement. She says she discovered '
i
that "though often homesick, heartsick, and worn out, I like itj
find real pleasure in comforting, tending, and cheering these
poor souls who seem to love me, to feel my sympathy though un-
spoken, and acknowledge my hearty good-v/ill, in spite of the
ignorance, awkv/ardness
,
and bashfulness which I cannot help
2
showing in so new and trying a situation." She did unusually
well for all of her professed awkwardness and ignorance, howeve]',
and though her stay there at the Georgetown Hospital was a short
one, it was one long appreciated and remembered by the men she
tended. Many were the letters she received later, letters full
of gratitude and thanks for all she had done for them.
Ask for help, and Louisa promptly responded. Never too
poor herself to give aid to some more unfortunate soul, she un-
selfishly spent the greater part of her life catering to the
wants and wishes of others. Her family, naturally coming first
in her affections and interests, were the principal recipients
of her services and comforts. Writing, sewing, nursing—she di^
1
Ibid., p. 115,
2
Ibid
. ,
p. 116,
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all that it was in her power to do to make them happy and to giije
them each a taste of the luxuries for which they yearned. Lou-
isa herself did not take time out to notice or realize their
gratitude until she was away from them for a period of time.
Only then did she see how they needed and depended upon her
strength, and it pleased and touched her "very much to see how i
they missed me, thought of me, and longed to have me back.
j
Every little thing I ever did for them is now tenderly and
gratefully remembered; and mj?- absence seems to have left so
large a gap that I begin to realize how much I am to them in
1
I
spite of all my faults."
1
Ibid.
,
p. lUk»
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PAPT TWO

-I-
The characters in Little Women are, for the most part, ac-
|
curate and true to life, especially Jo, for Jo is none other
;
than Louisa herself. The picture of Jo is the picture of Louisa
!
at fifteen. ’’The personal appearance of her heroine corresponds
almost exactly to her own at the same age. Tall, blue-eyed, en-|'
dowed with the thick clustering chestnut ’mane,’ which was poor'
Jo’s sole pride, she was doubtless in her teens somewhat angulai
and awkward, although at the present time a lady of fine figure
1
and carriage.” Tom-boy that ”Jo” was, despite her formidable
breadwinning responsibilities, she was thoroughly feminine. A
lover of personal finery and an encourager of personal vanities
she cherished her scraps of ribbon and bits of physical beauty
as fondly as any woman; and like all, was fully aware of her
own particular charms. She secretly pampered and admired them.
”If I look in my glass, I try to keep down vanity about my long
2
hair, my well-shaped head, and my good nose.” Not without som«
justification did she feel this way, for there seems little
doubt but that Louisa made a striking appearance
,
tall and dark
and with a bright, good humored expression on her face. ’’She
was not perhaps beautiful, although there were those who thoughi.
otherwise, but she was attractive through the v/holesome spirit
1
James Part on. Daughters of genius
, p. 78.
2
Cheney, op. cit
. ,
p. 47*
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that looked down from her beaming gray eyes and spoke from her
mobile lips,”
Even today Louisa would be considered unusually tall for a
woman, being only a little under six feet in height, but finely'
proportioned, she was, as an adult, far from being the awkward !
I
Jo she liked to consider herself. Naturally somewhat too con-
j
scious of her height, she was, nonetheless, both gracious and
j
poised, moving with a free and easy motion that was in direct
j
keeping with her personality. Her hair, of which she was so !
i!
rightly proud, was her most remarkable feature; it was glossy
|
and heavy, and a rich dark chestnut -brown. She usually wore it||
"in a simple, becoming style, rather than follow the fashion,
||
2 1if not pleasing to her taste." She was olive complexioned
,
and
with her brown hair "she answered perfectly an ideal of the Nut
3 il
Brcwn Maid.*" Spirited and animated in countenance and mode o
expression, she made a lively impression on everyone she met.
It is an odd thing that we do not knov/ the exact color of Lou-
isa *s eyes. Friends and biographers, people who knew her long
and well, disagree widely, their choices of color varying from
gray to dark blue. If one is to believe the majority and Louis
herself in the portrait of Jo March, they were a dark gray; if
one is to listen to James Parton and Franklin Sanborn, one of
i
1
Harriet Prescott Spofford, "Louisa May Alcott," Chautauquan,
IX (1888), 162.
2
Gowing, op. cit., p. 27.
3
Frederick V/illis
,
Alcott Memoirs
, p. 35*
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Louisa’s publishers and her father’s biOf^rapher, they were
large and dark blue* Frederick Willis
,
on the other hand,
claims that they ’’were rather small,” going on to state that
Louisa lamented the fact that they were not larger. She ’’had a
j
great love of personal beauty and wide open eyes were her speciil
1
jj
admiration.” Clara Ck>wing says Louisa’s eyes were gray, so ji
does Harriet Prescott Spofford, v/hile Julian Hawthorne
,
a long
|
time neighbor of the Alcotts, amiably compromises for gray-blue
[
Frederick V/illis
,
disagreeing again, declares that they were
brown, matching her hair.
Handsome in appearance, no matter what the color of her
eyes was, and magnetic in personality, she was a delightful com-
panion, one who seemed to have the knack of making people feel
at ease in her presence and of making them instantly like and
admire her. ’’Never more simple, sweet, and cordial than was
2
Miss Alcott. It was good just to stand beside her.” Her man-
ner was entirely freed of restraint and f ormal stiffness, and
”an hour spent with her when she was feeling v/ell, in listening
to some recital of her experience, either pathetic or humorous,
3
was like a refreshing cordial to the spirits.” The ringleader
in her own family group, she could be depended upon in any in-
formal gathering, particularly of young people, to liven up the
37
1
Ibid., p. 36.
2
Lilian Whiting, ’’Louisa Mav Alcott,” Chautauquan, XXIX
(1899), 280.
3
Cowing, op. cit
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proceedings with her spontaneous good humor, "Her witticisms
1
were sparkling as a brook and as continuous as its flow,”
Nevertheless, Louisa was exceedingly shy and withdrawn from
strangers; she felt awkward and constrained in their company,
tending at large parties to sit back on the sidelines quietly
watching the others. She preferred to say nothing herself, but
rather to listen and observe. Important and well known people
awed and frightened her a little; she was afraid of speaking to
I
them for fear of wasting their precious time, and so remained
discreetly silent, "Sunday evenings go to Parker »s parlor, and
there meet Phillips, Garrison, Scherb, Sanborn, and many other
2
pleasant people. All talk, and I sit in a corner listening,,,”
Not in the least regretful of her timidity, she seemed to enjoy
herself thoroughly, and went back time and time again to repeat
the quiet evening listening. She was grateful that Parker kept
|
reissuing the invitation to come, and kept being to "friendly tb
the large, bashful girl who adorns his parlor steadily,”
As a general rule, Louisa avoided prolonged exposures to s(j
ciety and people at large because she found that she "soon tiredl
r n ^
of gayety, and l^wa^ glad to get home to my quiet den and pen,"
As she was not a giddy social creature by nature, Louisa found
that her family supplied what needs she had in that direction,
1
Willis, op, cit,, p, i+1,
2
Cheney, op. cit,, p, 72,
3 4
Loc, cit. Ibid,
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The family ties were tight and the affection that held the Al-
cotts together was generous and warm, "Went to and from C,
every day that I might be at home," Louisa says, ’T^’orty miles I
1
a day is dull work, but I have ray dear people at night," It is
not so strange, therefore, that in spite of the many and varied
acquaintances she claimed outside of her immediate family, so
few of them were able to crack through her shyness and reserve, '
Children and the young people in ConoOrd, of whom she writes
with such pleasure in Jack and Jill
,
were niirabered among those
few. Very attractive to children, especially to the very littl^-
ones who clamored about her pleading for stories, she was alwaysj
pleased by a visit from a group of young folk, and busy though
|
I
she was, she never refused their insistent demands for more
j
stories, "Thirty girls from Boston University called; told
stories, showed pictures, wrote autographs. Pleasant to see so
2
much innocent enthusiasm,.,"
Oddly enough, not one woman other than her mother, her
Aunt Bond, with whom she corresponded heavily, and her sisters
was able to obtain Louisans close and unqualified friendship,
Louisa admired the stronger, progressive ones, like Margaret
Puller, but found them almost too prone to reform and radical
change to be human, while the greater number she found to be toe
wrapped up in their tea parties and husbands to have time for
1
Ibid,, p, 106,
2
Ibid
.
,
p, 279*
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outside interests. Louisa had little regard for the raeek-minded
v;oman who lived in the shadow of her husband’s opinions. Men,
conversely, seemed to have fared somehwat better. Some of her :
I
closest and most satisfying relationships away from her family
|
were with men such as Ralph Vfaldo Emerson, Theodore Parker,
I
IThomas Niles, her publisher, and the young Polish Ladislas
;
Wisinewski. With them the association v/as one of honest and
frank friendliness. She respected the older ones and was re-
freshed by the companionship and fun of the younger.
The emotion of love does not seem to have played any part
in her dealings with men; yet that Louisa should never have
fallen in love, even temporarily, seems almost impossible. She
was too wholesomely attractive and too femininely preoccupied
with romantic love in her stories and novels not to have felt a
bit of it herself. She dealt with it too tenderly and feellngl;^
not to have had a true sympathy for and a real understanding of
it. The touching and gentle picture of Meg and ”her John” in
Little Women alone belies any lack of knowledge in matters of
the heart that one might be tempted to attribute to her at firsi
glance. At any rate, it is certain that Louisa did not scorn l^ve
or go out of her way to avoid it. As a young girl she had her
heroes and school-girlish ”crushes,” and there is nothing to in]f
dicate that as she grew older she also grew colder and harder o:
heart. Undoubtedly there was something somewhere in her life
that smacked of romance and love
,
but just who it was or where
it might have happened remains a secret, a secret of Louisa’s
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' own making. She, in a not unusual fit of secretiveness one dayi
I
'i
i "sorted old letters, and burned many. Not wise to keep for
1 i|
curious eyes to read and gossip-lovers to print by and by." i
I
\
!
Cautious Louisa I In her drive for privacy, she failed to erase
i
li
'i
some few tell-tale entries in her journal, and rtrs. Cheney in !
her biography, though not recording them all, makes mention of
I
them. She notes in particular a consultation that Louisa had
with her mother regarding an offer of marriage received from
some likely but not too love -provoking young man v/hom I\h?s, Al-
2
cott promptly advised her to refuse. It would seem that this
motherly advice, as it usually was, proved to be properly sound
for there occurs no visible lamenting or regretting the negative!
decision either directly following or years later. The young
man was soon forgotten, as were any others that might have ven-
tured to press their suit in a like manner, although there is
occasional mention of succeeding admirers who were both earnest
and insistent in their adoration, For instance, the "funny lov<
who met me in the cars, and said he lost his heart at once.
Handsome man of forty... and being told I didn’t wish to see him
3
retired to write letters and haunt the road with his hat off,"
All of them she gaily laughed off, declaring that "my adorers
4
are all queer," Maybe they really were, and then again maybe
r
1
Ibid., p, 297.
2
Ibid
., pp, 75-76,
3 4
Ibid
. , p. 99. Loc, cit.
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it was Louisans ever ready sense of the ridiculous that made
them seem so* At any rate, she ignored them thoroughly, pre-
ferring instead to he "a free spinster and paddle my own canoe***
As a whole, men were to her mere curly headed hoys to he
jolly with, and few were referred to in other than terms of
merry comradship* These few, among them Emerson and Theodore
Parker, were little short of idols to he admired and devotedly
followed after* The sentimental and romantic Bettine -Goethe
worship of Emerson at fifteen was nothing more than the natural!
adolescent manifestation of her growing pains* It was, childisl^-
ly, a sign of her respect and friendship for the man who did so
much for the entire Alcott family both financially and intel-
lectually* Indeed, Emerson was rather touched and flatteringly
amused hy it when Louisa made laughing mention of it in later
years, and hegged to he allowed to see the letters she had been
too shy ever to send to him* Unfortunately, Louisa was forced
2
to admit that ’’the letters were burnt long ago*”
Emerson had a large and lasting influence on Louisa, acting
as guide and teacher to her* In him and in his hooks she says
she ”found the truest delight, the best inspiration of my life.|
Emerson, she says, "remained my ’Master’ while he lived, doing
more for me,—as for many another—than he knew, by the simple
3
Ibid*, p* 100.
)
Ibid * , p. 44*
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beauty of his life, the truth and wisdom of his books, the ex- I
ample of a great, good man, untempted and unspoiled by the
|,
i
world which he made better while in it, and left richer and no-|i
1
I'
bier when he went*” To Emerson and to Theodore Parker both
|j
”I owe much of my education. May I be a worthy pupil of such !i
2 '
menl” Humbly and gratefully Louisa accepted Parker *s gracious
friendship, knowing that she could depend on him and his wife
)
I
to welcome her in their house whenever she was lonely and in
need of companionship. ”He is like a great fire where all can
3
come and be warmed and comforted. Bless himl”
Quite a difference between these two great father-like
beings and the fun loving boys who made her feel motherly—the
”boys” in the Georgetown Hospital, the Polish lad she met in
Europe, Ladislas Wisinewski. V/isinewski probably came to be
closer to her than any of the rest; she speaks often of him as
4
someone "very gay and agreeable” with whom she enjoyed a great
many "pleasant walks and talks... in the chateau garden and aboul;
Vevay. A lovely sail on the lake, and much fun giving English
5
and receiving French lessons.” A pleasing memory he must have
left with her, as the portrait of him as "Laurie” in Little
Women readily testifies. But as the Laurie portrait likewise
testifies, he meant no more than a gay companionable good time.
1
Cheney, op. cit
., pp. 44-45*
2 3
Ibid
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It is the forty-ish and bay-windowish figure of Professor Bhaer
in Little Women that succeeds in capturing the impulsive and in-
formal Jo, not Laurie. Bhaer is an ideal figure, and I don’t |i
li
doubt for a moment that it would have taken no less than a flesh
and blood incarnation of the good professor to catch the fancy ;
i
of the freedom loving Louisa.
J
Perhaps she v^as, after all, too engrossed v;ith her duties i
as financial pillar of the Alcott family to be concerned with
affairs of the heart; perhaps too, she was utterly sincere when'
she declared that "I love luxury, but freedom and independence
1
jbetter.” Louisa was a frequent and ardent spokesman for per-
sonal independence and spinsterhood
,
writing numerous short
pieces that proclaimed convincingly the joys and privileges of
celibacy. She stoutly insisted that "liberty is a better hus-
2
band than love to manj^ of us.” One of the articles entitled
"Happy Women” was made up entirely of 8 series of sketches of all
the busy and delightful spinsters of her acquaintance. Uncom-
monly impatient with those who maintained that the only happy
and natural goal of a woman’s life was marriage, she complained
in writing the second part of Little Women that "girls write to
ask who the little women marry, as if that v/as the only end and
3
aim of a woman’s life I" One of the first to advocate and cam-
1
Ibid., p. 71.
2
Ibid
. ,
p. 162.
3
Lazarus, op, cit
., p. 64*
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paign for woman suffrage, she held no stock with women v/ho mar-j
j
ried passively and lived the remainder of their lives through
J
their husbands. Louisa herself loved ”the independent feeling;'
X
and though not an easy life, it is a free one, and I enjoy it.”!l
It is interesting that those Alcott heroines we like the l|
best are those with Louisans own spirit of individualism and
freedom, notably Jo and the colorful Nan of Jo*s Boys . Nan for^^
sakes the idolizing Tommy for a career in the field of medicine
,
There is also the daring Sylvia of the much discussed Moods
(which, incidentally, Henry James found both alarming and moral'*
ly questionable!) who gaily does what she wants when she wants
to.
-II-
Louisa’s whole life was bound up in her family, loving the|i
and supplying them with their needs and comforts. She felt it
so fully to be her mission in life to provide for them that she
sacrificed her time, her health, and her dreams for personal
2
ambition and fame to "make my dear family more comfortable."
It may be that she also sacrificed love and the chance for a
home of her own, but if she did there is no regret at having
done so. The "dear Family" meant ever 3rfching, and with her grea
capacity for love and affection, she wanted to give to them and
1
Cheney, op . c it . , p. 71.
2
Ibid., p. 57.
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make them happy
Happiest when they were all together, Louisa regarded any '
outsider wishing to intrude with jealousy. V/hen Anna became en-
gaged, she felt quite as Jo did when Meg fell in love with John'
Brooke; "I just wish I could marry Meg myself, and keep her safe
1
in the family.” Anna was Louisa’s ’’one bosom friend and com- i
2 3
i
forter,” her ’’conscience, always true and just and good,” and
|
her leaving home to marry John Pratt left a big vacant spot in
|
l|
Louisa’s heart. ”I moaned in private over my great loss, and !!
u :
said I’d never forgive J. for taking Anna from me.” Of course
j
she did before long forgive the good John v;ho gave Anna so much|
happiness, but at the wedding she could not keep her dejection
from overcoming her again for the time being. ”We in gray thin
stuff and roses , -—sackcloth, I called it, and ashes of roses;
j
5
for I mourn the loss of my Nan, and am not comforted.”
Elizabeth had died not long before Anna’s marriage, leaving;
only May at home, and upon May’s pretty artist’s head Louisa
showered all the love and devotion and art lessons she had in
her great generous nature. ”She is so graceful and pretty and
loves beauty so much...when I think of her I long to dash out
and buy the finest hat the limited sum of ten dollars can pro-
6
cure.” There was little time to consider herself in her effort
1 2
Little Women, p. 153. Cheney, op. cit., p. 55.
3 L
Ibid.
, p. LS. Ibid., p. 80.
5 6
Ibid
.
, p. 99. Ibid., p. 57.
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to give May the beauty she worshiped and the beloved art lessons
she craved. Murmuring but seldom at the amount of work and tims
she put into Fay’s happiness, Louisa went to great lengths to
please the girl by giving her all that Louisa and Anna as the
j
two eldest had missed, ’’Made my first ball dress for May, and !,
|l
she was the finest girl at the party. My tall, blond, graceful l|
1 1
girll I was proud of her,” The pride she felt in May’s artis-
tic efforts, slight though they may have been in contrast to |l
1
Louisa’s literary accomplishments, far exceeded any feeling of
pride in her own work; and she was the proudest because she had
had a big hand in helping May on her way to artistic heights,
"The money I invest in her pays the sort of interest I like, I
am proud to have her show what she can do, and have her depend
2
upon no one but me, Success to little Raphael I”
Bound to her mother by particularly close ties of affect ior
and mutual understanding, Louisa felt herself to be nearer to
’’Marmee” than any of her sisters, Abba Alcott understood the
wild outbursts and deep depressions better than Louisa herself,
and did much to help the girl curb her impulsive temper and
restless impatience, Abba herself being quick and sharp of
temper. Like Louisa she was full of an untiring energy, which
she employed for the benefit of her family and her community, I
fine unselfish generosity prompted her to warm and feed every
1
Ibid,, p, 98,
2
Ibid,
,
p, 246,
70
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hungry, penniless wretch in the neighborhood. Louisa’s picture
1
in Little Women of the March girls and Marmee sharing a Christ-
mas breakfast with a poor frozen Cerman woman and her flock is
quite accurate. It was Abba’s habit to share what she had with
others. She had a certain stubborn pride that refused to let
her admit defeat, and by dividing her own meagre fare with '
another worse off than the Alcotts, she was able to maintain a
degree of dignity in the face of their near-poverty.
|
Louisa was enough like her mother to realize how difficult
j|
I
a time Abba actually had living with a dream-ridden philosopher^
Louisa never ceased to be amazed at her mother’s patience in the
i
face of such trying circumstances. ’’All the philosophy in our
|
house," she claimed, "is not in the study; a good deal is in
j
the kitchen, where a fine old lady thinks high thoughts and doeg
2 I
kind deeds while she cooks and scrubs." Her admiration and
love for her mother increased steadily as she grew older and
could appreciate Abba’s trials more fully; and in time Louisa
came to rely without question 6n Abba’s judgment and discipline,
Very little of consequence was done without first consulting
Marmee. Abba’s spirit and example were always before her; to b€
like her mother was Louisa’s idea of personal perfection.
Abba Alcott understood Bronson as few others did. She re-
cognized his fine mind and knew that he needed someone to take
1
Chapter II.
2
Cheney, op. cit., p. 101.
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care of him while he was fiirthering his dreams and ideas* '
aiadly she undertook the task, pouring out her strength and en-
ergy ungrudgingly and willingly* As the family grew up, she
realized that alone she could not care for them all, and so she
turned to Louisa for help, preparing the girl to take over
eventually in her place* Abba was getting tired, and Louisa wa^
strong and active. Abba did not doubt for a moment that her
daughter could carr3r the weight of the family on her shoulders,
for they were broad and capable and the head above them intel-
ligent. With her drive and endurance Louisa was just the one t
replace Abba; therefore, while shaping the girl^s emotional
life, Abba was also conditioning her to take over as family
mainstay. More and more as time went on, Abba left the family
problems in Louisans able hands, finally dropping the reigns al|-
together and taking gratefully to her rocking chair in the sun-
ny Orchard House livingroom where she could at last read and rejpt
to her hearths content*
Louisa accepted the responsibility as a natural thing, but
saw to it first that Marmee was entirely free from work and
worry* "Life has been so hard for her, and she so brave, so
1
glad to spend herself for others* Now we must live for her*"
It was the fondest wish of Louisa’s life to see "that you can
2
rest, dear Mother."
1
Ibid*, p* 151*
2
Ibid *, p* 15 *
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1 Vifhen Abba died, her daughter despairingly stopped still and
i wondered why she had been left to go on living* "I never wish
'her back, but a great warmth seems gone out of life, and there
1
is no motive to go on now*” That she could look back and be i
I r
able to say that she "could make her last years comfortable and
i
2
lift off the burden she had carried so bravely all these years”
did in some wise recompense her for the great loss she felt at
her mother »s death. t
Taking care of her tired mother was, of course, only half
of it; she had the responsibility of her transcendental father
as well* ”Got the Dean a new suit of clothes, as he must be
3
nice for his duties at the School* Platons toga was not so
costly, but even he did not look better than my handsome old
4
I
philosopher.” Someone had to look after Bronson and buy him
new suits of clothes because the good man absolutely refused to
look out for himself and his interests on his own account. He
lived too completely in the realm of his mind and his theories*
Louisa never did fully understand Bronson^s idealism,—her-
practical mind could not fathom it—but she loved him dearly as
|
one v/ould a little child ; she admired many of his ideas without
entirely reconciling herself to them, and she faithfully and
1
Ibid.
, p. 2Zf.
2
Ibid., p. 250*
3
The Concord School of Philosophy, which was started in the sum-
mer of 1880*
if
Cheney, op* cit
., p* 280*
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affectionately cared for him to the end of his long impractical
life, seeing to it that "Plato” was always kept in clean new
linen and whole suits, "To Father I shall send new neckties
and some paper; then he v/ill he happy, and can keep on with the
[
1
beloved diaries though the heavens fall,” Characteristic of ‘
her thoroughness
,
in spite of whatever she might have thought o^
those beloved diaries and the ideas in them, she had them hand-
somely leather bound for the old philosopher, much to his un-
ending delight and amazement, 1
"Fame in an expensive luxury, I can do without it,,,,
I
2
asked for bread, and got a stone,—in the shape of a pedestal,”
Success in her capacity as family money earner Louisa considered
to be of considerably more consequence than her fame in the
world of arts and letters, "What richness to have a little not
3 i'
neededl” she cries out joyfully when the stories are liked and ij
sell well. Family good fortune was more gratifying than per-
|
I
sonal literary glory, and she was justly proud and pleased that ''
li
she had been able to do so much to keep "the dear family” to-
I
gather and free from want, guess T shall turn in for my
|
last long sleep with more , content
,
in spite of the mortal weari-|
ness, than if I had folded my hands and been supported in ele-
gant idleness,”
1
Ibid , , p • 5 7
•
2
Ibid,, p, 229,
3 k
Ibid ,, p. 172, Ibid,, p, 15L.
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Transcendentalism, a product of America’s belated Romantic
Movement, was an important element in the flowering of New
England. One part religion, one part philosophy, and one part
sociology and literature. Transcendentalism was an ideal that
preached complete tolerance—many of its most ardent advocates
were those v/ho cried out loudest in Boston against the slavery
,
in the South—and optimism. Defying all tradition and authority
not only in religious matters, but also, and perhaps more im-
portantly, in the field of education, it wholeheartedly en-
couraged self-reliance and individualism. Transcendentalism
stated that there was but one reality and that was the spiritua3
background of existence in which there was complete identity of
the moral and the physical laws; it adopted Wordsworth’s Over-
soul, or Sod of Nature, as the spirit in whom all being is uni-
fied and from whom all being derives its life. All things
living came from the Over-soul; consequently, it was good, and
Transcendentalism denied the nature of evil. Rather, it con-
ceived of a gradation of goodness, some good being closer to the
Soul itself and therefore being purer and finer than that
farther away.
Having in its midst Emerson, Thoreau, and Bronson Alcott,
three men who daily thought transcendental thoughts, discussed
transcendental philosophies, and lived, especially Thoreau and
Alcott, as transcendentally as was possible. Concord was the un-
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disputed center of New England Transcendentalism. These three
men were seekers after wisdom, seeking it principally through
the medium of Nature and all that was simple and ^rOd-like.
Their great departure from the current and time -tested Calvin-
ism lay in their seeing (Jod in Nature and love rather than in
the steepled frame church, and in seeing Him everyday around
and within themselves rather than only on Sundays through the
rule-restricted and narrowed vision of a preacher. These men
approached their C-od and their Nature in much the same way that
Wordsworth did, with as abundant intellectual and visual beauty
and as little humor. Idealists and poets, they all three exer-
cised a considerable influence on everyone with whom they came
in contact, being impressive in particular for their remarkable
intellectual independence. Emerson was the pioneer, Thoreau th)^
practitioner, Alcott the teacher and dreamer, a catalyst among
active minds. Plainly a man of ideas, Alcott did much to sow
the seeds of Transcendentalism abroad and to popularize it,
"And so he ought to go," said Emerson, "publishing through the
1
land his gospel like them of old time." Undeniably he had a
winning and a pleasing way about him, his transcendental ideas
cropping up readily and easily, unconsciously, it seemed, in th
days conversation. His transcendentalism was a sincere and vi-
tal part of his being. If one didn^t fully accept his concepts
one at least listened and was mentally aroused for the time
I
1
Clara Endicott Sears, Eruitlands and Louisa’s Transcendental
Wild Oats, p, 8.
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being. Bronson Alcott had the knack of forcing people to think
for themselves whether they liked it or not. Even those most
|
strenuously opposed to the man and his philosophy were compelledl
1
I
to admit that he had a "persuasive way with him,"
Thus was Louisans father, Louisa herself could no more
have escaped a transcendental approach to HkDd and life than she
could have escaped her own active freedom-loving nature. As
children, she and her sisters were accustomed to weekly conver-
sations "about the state of our little consciences and the con-
2
duct of our childish lives” during which Bronson gently but
impressively instructed them about their souls and their minds,
questioning and probing them into a state of mental activity
and avrareness. He "taught in the wise way which unfolds what
3
lies in the child’s nature, as a flov/er blooms,” says Louisa,
There was no ecclesiastical tyranny, no sectarian bigotry in th^
home atmosphere the young Alcotts grew up in. Early they were
taught a more healthy and balanced sense of values, of moral
rightness and wrongness than there was to be found within the
walls of any church Sunday school. It was a practical religion
in which love and industry reigned supreme.
There is no mention anyv/here of Louisa’s having gone to
church either regularly or spasmodically, or, for that matter,
ever. Nature was chapel enough for her, as it was for her
Ibid
, ,
p, 84.
>
Cheney, op, cit,
,
p, 20, Ibid,
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father, and she had to look no farther than a glorious sunrise
or a quiet tree-fringed meadow for a glimpse and an understand-
ing of 0-od.
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I remember running over the hills ,1ust at
dawn one summer morning, and pausing to rest
in the quiet woods, saw through an arch of
trees, the sun rise over river, hill, and wide
green meadows as I never saw it before.
Something born of the lovely hour .. .seemed
to bring me very near to G-od ; and in the hush
of that morning hour I always felt that I ”got
religion,” as the phrase goes, A new and vital
sense of His presence, tender and sustaining
as a father’s arms, came to me then, never to
change through forty years of life’s vicissi-
tudes, but to grow stronger for the sharp di-
scipline of poverty and pain, sorrow and suc-
cess,^
There was never any questioning the presence of a God after
that, and she, as she says, continued to realize His influence
in all of Nature from that time on. A peaceful attitude, it
was likev/ise one that came to her rescue and soothed her on
more than one occasion when impatience or despair threatened to
get the best of her, ”A great grief has taught me more than any
minister, and when feeling most alone I find refuge in the Al-
2
mighty Friend.”
Her religion was, in other words, a useful and practical
form of the existing Transcendentalism, giving her a necessary
emotional balance throughout her life and in addition consider-
able comfort and a rather unusually kind and tolerant outlook.
1
Ibid,, pp. 20-21.
2
Ibid.
,
p, 83.
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In escaping exposure to the old Calvin Hell-fire and damnation
doctrine, she had learned no knowledge of absolute evil, and the
only absolute good she knew was the Cod she saw in nature and
love. Transcendentally- and socially-minded to the very hems of
His royal purple robes, Louisans was a more sympathetic and less
mediaeval Cod than the generally accepted nineteenth century New
England one.
As would he quite natural with such an informal and funda-
mental religion, the fear of death was almost totally absent.
Louisa was sure enough of her God to trust him completely, even
with her own life. "Death never seemed terrible to me," she de-
clared when the good and gentle sister Beth died, "and now is
beautiful; so I cannot fear it, but find it friendly and wonder-
1
ful." She held no feeling of morbidity or resentfulness for
death, but rather a sort of mystical awe, in Beth’s death ex-
periencing not regret but further confirmation of her belief in
the presence of God’s spirit in every human soul. "I saw a
light rise from the bodyfBeth’^
,
and float up and vanish in
2 ^
the air." V/hat else but the soul parting from the body and re-
turning to God’s great good spirit?
Consciously or unconsciously Louisa was very much of a
Transcendentalist
,
accepting the Transcendentalists ’ ideas on
the Spirit that they called Cod and on Nature quite naturally
1
Ibid.
, p. 79.
2
Loc. cit.
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and more or less as a matter of course* She accepted their ideal
of reform, too, and was a great promoter of the new and different
whenever it was of a practical and useful character. She never
hesitated, she claims, to go ”in for nonconformity when princi-
1
pie was concerned,” A good portion of the Transcendentalist
doctrine consisted in the advocacy of reform and change; the
traditional, if no longer applicable, must be done away with*
Their support of the antislavery movement was one of the T'ran-
scendentalists most commendable ventures, and Louisa character-
istically says that ”I.,.take more pride in the very small help
j
we Alcotts could give than in all the books I ever wrote or shail.
2
write.” Other of the intended reforms of the Transcendentalist;
proved to be somewhat less successful. The Brook Farm episode
along with Bronson Alcott’s Fruitlands experiment were both
noteworthy failures. Essentially in each instance the trouble
lay in too much lofty idealism and too little down to earth
organizing and foresight, Bronson was especially short sighted
in his attempts; he could see the bright light of his ideal but
not the pitfalls and danger signals in the path that led to thati
1
s
light. After several startling and rather demoralizing failures,
he gave up and reformed only in his mind, dreaming beautiful
i
dreams that he passed on to others for carrying out if they so
j
I
chose, Louisa, however, unable to sit and dream untried dreams.
1
Ibid,, p. 231.
2
Ibid
.
,
p. 285.
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was an active and enthusiastic reformer, A confirmed believer
in progress, she had absolutely no use for the "old fogies who
1
want things as they were in the ark.”
An energetic stirrer-up of people, Louisa worked hard and
long to rally the women of Concord together in the fight for
woman suffrage. "Drove about and drummed up women to my suf-
2
frage meeting." But she found the going discouraging because
the women were, as a rule, apathetic and unresponsive, "Hard
3
work to stir them up; cake and servants are more interesting,"
Louisa was not one to give up, though, and in spite of finding
it terribly "hard to move people out of the old ruts," she per-^
sisted stubbornly. Change was good for people, she felt. "I,
for one," she announced spiritedly in defense of her campaign
|
for suffrage, ”don*t want to be ranked among idiots, felons, and
5 !|
minors any longer, for I am none of the three."
I
It was with considerable pride that Louisa claimed to be
6
I
"the first Viroman to register my name as a voter,” Equally
proud she was of her small bit in the ant is lavery movement.
I became an Abolitionist at a very early
age, but have never been able to decide
whether I was made so by seeing the portrait
of Ceorge Thompson hidden under a bed in our
house during the Carrison riot, and going to
comfort "the poor man who had been good to
the slaves," or because I was saved from
1 2
Ibid.
,
P* 98. Ibid.
,
p. 268
3 4
Ibid,
, P. 281. Ibid. p, 268
5 6
Ibid, P* 285. Ibid. p. 267
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drowning in the Frog Pond some years later by
a colored boy. However that may be, the con-
version was genuine; and my greatest pride is
in the fact that I lived to know the brave men
and women who did so much for the cause, and
that I had a very small share in the war v/hich
put an end to a great wrong,
1
As personal freedom meant a great deal to Louisa, she heartily
rejoiced to see it brought about for the Negroes, "Saw the
great procession, and though few colored men were in it, one was
I
walking arm in arm with a white gentleman, and I exulted there
-
2
at,"
With her father Louisa shared a strong disgust over the
existing classroom methods, over the manner in which the chil-
dren's minds were being crammed with useless information aid
their bodies were being tanned with useless whippings. She saw,
that radical changes and improvements were drastically needed iiit
the New England schools, and if she tended to scoff silently at
or ignore some of Bronson’s theories, with his educational ideas
she was in complete accord, Louisa stood firmly behind him in
!
full support of his classroom reforms, practicing them herself
during her few years of actual teaching ecperience. Provoke thejj
pupils’ thinking and reasoning po’/zers into action by asking
{
them intelligent questions; give them the opportunity for self-
!l
expression and creative thinking. It was, incidentally, Louisa
j[
not her father, upon whom Emerson prevailed to open a much i
1
Ibid
2
Ibid
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needed school in Concord, and it was to the sixteen-year-old
Louisa that Emerson expectantly sent his daughter Ellen for
her first years of schooling. Louisa’s school must have been a
joy to the pupils, for she taught in strict accordance with her
belief that education should not be ”a mere bread -winning grind
1
for teacher and an irksome cram for children." She was con-
vinced that book learning should be practical and constructively
stimulating, and not a monotonous rote memorizing of useless
and dissimilar facts.
The rest of the Transcendental reforms Louisa chose to
ignore for the most part. With her fund of common sense and her
keen humor she was a down-to-earth sort of person who accepted
for her own use and endorsement only those transcendental con-
cepts which she considered to be of everyday practical value.
Any others that had no useful or immediate function she listened
to and discarded with a whimsical smile. Everyone else could be
as transcendental and dreamily idealistic as they wished, Louisa
was as far from begrudging them that as she was from really
understanding their tendency toward the impractical. Meantime
she stood by watching and smiling sympathetically at their utter
impracticality. A philosopher, she said, was "a man up in a bal-
2
I
loon with his family at the strings tugging to pull him down.”
Her love for her father and her admiration for Emerson could not,,
i
1
Ibid., p. 103.
2
Willis, op. cit., p. LI.
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when those two were in their most transcendental moments, pre-
vent her from letting out a chuckle or two at their expense.
She felt that as Transcendentalists they were taking themselves
too seriously. "The Radical Club met Sargent’s. Fine time.
Bartol inspired; Emerson chairman; Alcott on his legs; strong-
1
minded ladies out in full force; aesthetic tea for refreshment."
Sometimes the transcendental ideas were not only too impractica3|,
but they were also too lofty for common consumption. "Had a
very transcendental day yesterday," she writes to her mother,
"and at night ray head was ’sv/elling wisibly’ with the ideas cast
into it. The Club was a funny mixture of rabbis and weedy old
ladies, the ’oversoul’ and oysters. Papa and B. flew clean out
of sight like a pair of Platonic balloons, and we tried to fol-
2
low
,
but couldn ’ t .
"
Only the functional and applicable found favor with Louisa,
either in matters of reform or of religion. "Much talk about
3
religion. I’d like to see a little more really lived." To
give time, sympathy, and help, to promote personal independence
and freedom, and to believe in a generous, kindly 'lod of Nature
was the meaning and end of life. "This is practical Christi-
anity."
Cheney, op. cit.,
>
“ibid,
,
p. 223.
Ibid
.
,
p. 216,
Ibid., p. 53.
p. 152.
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IN CONCLUSION
A restless, ever-active spirit from the day she was born,
Louisa’s threat energy was the driving force that spurred her on
all of her life. Sometimes she seemed not to have firm control
over the energetic spirit, and as a child found that it often
got her in trouble. It was hard to find proper and satisfying
outlets for the urgent desire for activity, and she was compelled
to resort to Tom-boyish tree climbing and hedge jumping. One of
the greatest disappointments of her childhood was the fact that
,
she was not a boy
I
As a woman, Louisa believed in positive doing rather than
idealistic dreaming; for this reason it was she v/ho became
breadwinner and main support of the Alcott family. Her father^
being an impractical philosopher, was utterly incapable of
providing for himself, much less for a family of four daughters,
and the burden of a family on the financial skids fell on
Louisa’s shoulders. In no wise unhappy with her lot as ’’man of
the family,” she joyfully undertook the task, making it the
highest aim and ambition of her life to be able to comfort and
please her family. She wrote, sewed, and taught, all with the
express purpose of bringing money into the household coffers.
With the money she clothed and fed the family, provided for one
sister’s art lessons, and for another sister’s sons; she sav/ to
it that both parents were free from worry and want, and that her
teloved ’’Marmee” was no longer pressed by the troubles of debt
/r
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and near-poverty.
But Louisa would have been an author even if family
finances had not been close behind dogging her heels, for she had
a definite leaning towards some sort of creative expression.
She tried drama, both acting and playwright ing
,
proving moderately
successful in the amateur theatres around Boston; and she tried
sewing and teaching, again proving quite successful. The most
comfortable medium of expression, however, she found to be
fiction writing. Somewhat too sentimental and moral for modern
taste, her stories nonetheless achieved a rather high degree of
popularity among her contemporaries, and she was able to earn
considerable sums of money by them as V\rell as satisfying her ovm.
creative urge. Some of the tales were written for the pure joy
of telling a story; others were v\rritten with a distinct purpose
behind them, either to instruct the young or to campaign for
some reform she had in mind to promote. Louisa was a great one
for reforming and changing, being particularly active in the
antislavery movement and in the fight for woman suffrage. It wells
the transcendentalism in her that provoked this particular en-
|
I
thusiasm, the transcendentalism she inherited from her father,
although as a general rule, she accepted little of the Transcen-
dentalists’ more radical and idealistic principles. Louisa was
a "practical” Christian who believed in a good and generous
God and in a good and generous way of life.
Unselfish always with her possessions and her time, Louisa
used her energy and strength for the benefit of other people.
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taking her stand not for herself, but for her faniily, her sex,
and for the unfortunate and downtrodden and the advice-seekers
who came to her for help. Personal comfort and fame were second
ary to the needs and interest of others. Louisa spent an active|
life serving and providing for her family and friends.
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